Last summer, while in Colorado on a ten-day respite from the various competing tensions of work, my musician sister passed along to me two issues of The Atlantic Monthly which featured lengthy essays by Edward O. Wilson. These essays were so compelling that I allowed my east coast inner clock to wake me two hours before others stirred, in order to have quiet time in which to savor Wilson's ideas.
The essays were excerpts from Consilience: The Unity of Knowledge. I devoted many hours to the book through the fall and winter, for it is slow reading when one allows for the rich tapestry of thought, memory and emotion that Wilson's ideas provoke. I have seldom referred to a book so often as I have to Consilience , both with colleagues and with students, in discussions ranging from how a generalist clinician-educator can achieve promotion to psychiatric care for the poor to the substance of emotion.
Consilience means a linking of knowledge through the linking of facts and theories across disciplines. Edward O. Wilson, the pioneer of sociobiology and a two-time Pulitzer prize winner, is best known for his studies of ants. How is it that a book written by an expert in insect societies could so resonate for an academic generalist, a clinician-educator? There are two main reasons: Wilson helped me recapture an excitement about patterns and connections that I first felt twenty years ago, and he also provided a framework for understanding some of the tension I feel as a generalist in an academic medical center.
Wilson opens the book by describing his first experience of what he calls "the dream of unified learning," the belief that "the world is orderly and can be explained by a small number of natural laws." His description took me back to a college biology course, a first glimpse of feedback loops at the level of enzyme and cell. I recalled how I one day realized that the responses of cells and organs were not so very different than what I experienced in my individual emotional life, or what I viewed in contemporary communities, or in the history of nations. I remember a sort of bliss, a belief that most of what I experienced and observed could be explained. In my work, I focus on what is unique in my patients and my students to an extent that I have neglected to recognize the patterns. Reading Consilience , I am reminded of connections and explanations in a singularly satisfying way.
Wilson's discussions of the differences between the natural sciences and the social sciences and humanities have helped me understand the peculiar place of the generalist physician in the academic medical center. "Grants and honors," says Wilson, "are given in science for discoveries, not for scholarship and wisdom." From the Enlightenment on, the natural sciences have succeeded through careful observation and reductionism; understanding a phenomenon at its most basic level leads to recognition of unifying principles which are repeated at higher levels. But in medicine today, to discover something may require venturing so far out into one of the small branches of science that the connections with even closely related fields may be inapparent. Medicine is an odd discipline; most students do not enter medical school to become scientists, but to become physicians, healers of broken bodies and broken lives. Clinicians are strange hybrids, trained to some extent as scientists but often practicing in the realms of the social sciences and humanities as we help our patients negotiate through public assistance systems or find meaning in their illnesses. Consilience helps me to understand that the power of science does not remove the need for the individual and magical, that the encounter between patient and physician represents the intersection of all of these.
I found the first half of the book to be the more compelling. The first two short chapters discuss the recognition of unifying principles and the branches of learning, and I spun off into thoughts of screening for prostate cancer and how the disciplines of primary care, radiology, urology, and oncology have as yet failed to achieve consilience, agreement on what ought to be done. A chapter on the Enlightenment and how its prominent figures achieved greatness was for me the focal point of the book. Reductionism was the key to the success of the natural sciences. The geometric growth of scientific knowledge paradoxically undermined the Enlightenment goal of achieving a unifying philosophy, and led to the Romantic backlash which followed. The chapter which discusses the natural sciences and the achievement of consilience between some disciplines makes key points for generalist physicians. In science, scholarship is discovery. In the humanities (and perhaps in clinical medicine), scholarship is the interpretation and explanation of existing knowledge. There is, Wilson argues, a need for scholars in the humanities to apply the principles that have led to consilience in the sciences to their work.
There is much more in this book-a discussion of how discovery in science occurs; a wonderful chapter on the mind; Wilson's attempt to connect genes through to human culture; chapters on human nature, social sciences, the arts, ethics and religion, and a closing chapter which is Wilson's political statement, a plea for environmentalism.
Wilson says that "We are drowning in information, while starving for wisdom. The world henceforth will be run by synthesizers, people able to put together the right information at the right time, think critically about it, and make important choices wisely." Perhaps it will be physicians who hold fast to the values of generalism who will be best ready to take the lead within the world of medicine as we move into the next century. (title, author, and publisher) to Robert Aronowitz, MD, Book Review Editor, JGIM, , University and Woodland Avenues, Philadelphia, PA 19104; telephone (215) 573-9721; fax (215) 573-8779. 
